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the failure to mention the Great Wall carries little weight, given that we can be fairly certain it had not yet been built: walls there certainly were, but not the continuous and impressive structure we see today, which apparently dates from the sixteenth century, the era of the Ming dynasty. 6 In fact, the authenticity of Polo's stay in 'Cathay' was first challenged years ago, partly for such reasons as these but also on the grounds that the Chinese section contains remarkably little in the way of personal reminiscence and that the accounts of Chinese cities are frequently vague (not to say bland) and hardly compare with the vivid descriptions of life in the Mongolian steppe.7 Indeed, one could find further grounds for challenging Polo's firsthand familiarity with the Middle Kingdom: that the book neglects, for instance, to mention finger-printing, a technique with a long history in China.8 It seems to me, however, that to consider the visit to China in isolation is to set about it the wrong way: we need, rather, to take the work as a whole. In this paper I want to address the following questions. What is the book we associate with Polo It is clear that even in Polo's lifetime the value of the book varied with the translator or copyist and the era. The fact that a French ambassador, then in Venice to organize a crusade against Byzantium,33 asked for and received a copy from Polo himself suggests that it might, even at this early date, have acquired an interest for would-be crusaders contemplating the Mongol alliance. And it is worth noticing that some MS copies are found bound up with crusade treatises or related matter. 34 Similarly, for some copyists the information it included that was especially relevant pertained to the religious beliefs of the various peoples it surveyed. For that reason the Z scribe frequently noted in the margin adorant ydola, and the Dominican Pipino, who had composed his Latin translation for the 'reverend fathers' of his Order and replaced the F prologue with one of his own, lays great stress on the salvation of souls: whether it is the case that those reading of the marvels of creation in Polo's book will be led to wonder all the more at the power and wisdom of God, or that the hearts of 'some devoted to religion' will be stimulated to carry the Gospel to 'the blinded nations of the infidels, where the harvest truly is great but the labourers are few'. What claims does the book make for itself and for the Polos? The reader is at intervals assured that the contents are authentic. 'I shall bind myself for certain not to say more of it than is according to the truth' (I, 177, from VB). This statement is found in one of the Venetian MSS, which perhaps understandably take some interest in trophies that they claim Marco brought back to Venice, like a specimen of the hair of the wild ox from Ergiuul (Erji'ul, i.e. Liangchou)43 and the dried head and hooves of a musk-deer (I, 179, from VB). When on the island of' Lesser Java' (Sumatra), he obtained some brazil seeds which the travellers took back and planted at Venice, though 'it did not grow there at all' (I, 376), and when in Maabar (Ma'bar; the Coromandel coast of southern India) he took some earth from the place where St Thomas had been martyred and was able to heal many with it back home in Venice (I, 398). In other contexts it is merely claimed that Marco witnessed something, as for example that he saw the head of a gigantic fish in an idol-temple at Quinsai and heard several times the count of the annual revenues of that city (i, 341, Z only; I, 342); and Ramusio's text adds that he saw an estimate of the customs dues there (I, 340). According to one Venetian MS, he had the opportunity to measure a wing-feather of the ruc which was brought to Qubilai's court (I, 431, from VB). Marvels, perhaps; but there is remarkably little of the fabulous. Admittedly, we are treated to an account of men with tails inhabiting the kingdom of 
. (I, 354).55
In fact a careful reading reveals that an account of India is practically as vital to the book's purposes as is the account of China: 'our book was not yet filled with that which we wish to write there,' the reader is assured, 'for there were wanting all the doings of the Indians' (I, 353). Marco had allegedly just returned from India when the qaghan's envoys to the Il-khan Arghun ascertained that the land route across Asia was unsafe, i.e. in about 1290 (i, 89; embellished in some other MSS); which was why he and his father and uncle were able to latch onto the embassy when it was decided to go by sea to Persia instead.
The book claims that Polo was in six out of the eight kingdoms on 'Lesser Java', as we have seen, and was marooned in one of these, 'Sumatra', by adverse weather for five months (I, 373). It was presumably by sea also that he visited Ciampa (i.e. part of present-day Vietnam: I, 368), whose king, he learned, had fathered 326 children. We cannot always be sure whether a particular visit-that to the island of Lesser Java, for instance-occurred in the course of the long return journey or formed part of some earlier official mission; and the various MS traditions render it difficult for us to know, in some cases, because they contradict one another. Thus a Venetian MS adds that Polo was part of an embassy which Qubilai sent to Ceylon to ask its king for an enormous ruby and that he saw the ruby with his own eyes, though the mission was a failure (I, 380); whereas Ramusio's text specifies that Polo stopped off in Ceylon on the way home (I, 407). The two statements are not mutually exclusive, of course. Similarly, the visit to Maabar, on which Polo says he witnessed its king being pursued for debt and which is mentioned without embellishment by Z, is alleged in Ramusio's text to have fallen during the return voyage (i, 389). The halt at the great port of Tana in Gujarat (I, 421), on the other hand, is most likely to have occurred just prior to the Polos' arrival in Persia. (probably merchants) who, in company with a Nestorian Christian, had been sent by the Il-khan Abaqa to purchase gerfalcons in Norway; instead they were travelling further south and pretending to be Abaqa's envoys to the various courts of Catholic Europe (the purpose, of course, would have been to obtain free gerfalcons as gifts and to pocket the Il-khan's money).'00 It was only natural, moreover, for expatriate Westerners to inflate their own consequence when they could safely do so hundreds of miles away. The Pisan Isolo carries off the prize in this context, because he seemingly managed to exaggerate his standing at two completely different courts. He convinced the Ilkhanid statesman and chronicler, Rashid al-Din, that he was one of the rulers of Pisa, so that he was described in just those terms when Rashid al-Din came to write the section of his great historical encyclopedia entitled 'History of the Franks ;101 and when at the Papal Curia in 1301 Isolo claimed to be Ghazan's 'vicar' for Syria and the Holy Land, which the II-khan had recently (and briefly) conquered, although it is more likely that he was merely deputed to superintend the resettlement of Western colonists in the region. 102 We cannot discount the probability that the Polos had embarked on a similar-but, in literary terms, a more successful-imposture.
Europeans in Mongol Asia

Conclusion
The book associated with Marco Polo's name is a description of the known world rather than the memoirs or itinerary of the traveller himself; and this, together with an extremely complex and obscure MS tradition, means that we need not attach too much significance to matters that are omitted. As regards the areas the Venetians visited, the book itself makes claims that are not particularly extraordinary, and demonstrates, moreover, a readiness to distance itself from the outrageous. On several matters, such as the diplomatic and commercial contacts between Yuan China and southern Asia, the Polo texts are so well informed that it is difficult to see how Rusticello might have come by the information without an Italian who had spent time in the Far East. Marco Polo may not have travelled extensively in China, and seems to have been employed at least as much on commissions that entailed lengthy journeys by sea between China and peninsular India. In any case, apart from the two itineraries within China which bear the stamp of personal experience, the book is in large measure only loosely arranged around places which it assures us Marco or all three Polos visited; and that the Venetians were not in all the places mentioned is made quite explicit. We have, lastly, to distinguish where the book says the Polos went from the claims it makes (or some MS traditions make) for their credentials, and to confine our scepticism to the latter. The fact that Marco Polo or his co-author or later copyists exaggerated his importance while in China or on the voyage from China to Persia has long been suspected and can hardly be in doubt. But it does not in itself demonstrate that he was never in China or, worse still, never east of the Crimea.
